CHAPTER TWO

= The Life =,

GREAT writers aren’t often people born into some special family,

nor are they necessarily very rich or very clever or very 1ucley. They’re
not always people who have seen or heard hundreds of amazing or odd
things. But a great writer has to be someone who spends a good deal of
time watching, listening, and wonclering—-ancl a good deal more time
teﬂing us about it.

When Charles John Huffam Dickens was ljorn, he found himself in
a small first-floor bedroom at the front of a little house in Portsmouth,
on the south coast of England. It was Friday, February 7, 1812, and
La]ay Charles had an eighteen-month~old sister, Frances, or Fanny, as
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she was called. The view from the window of the bedroom was (and still
is!) of a small front garclen, but in those clays, you could also see fields
of hay and vegetables, some windmiﬂs, and beyonc]. ‘chem, Portsmouth
Harbour. The room had no carpets, just bare boards, and at nigh’c it was
lit with oil lamps and candles.

Charles’s motl‘ler, who was twenty—three when he was Lorn, was
named Elizabeth, and she came from a famﬂy of musical instrument
makers. He said that she often sent his sisters and him “into
uncontrollable fits of laughter l)y her funny sayings and inimitable
mimicry —or, as we would say now, cloing impressions of other people.
But there was scandal in her family: not 1ong before Charles was born,
Elizabeth’s father stole some money from the Navy Pay Ofﬁce, and
when he was found out, he ran away to the Isle of Man.

Charles’s father, John, worked for the navy. Nothing special, he
was the man who helped do the sums and lzeep the records in the
office that paicl out the seamen’s money. But he liked to pre’cencl he
was grancler than he was. He dressed like a gentleman and spolze in an
upper—class voice. Perl'laps he was imitating his parents, who had been
servants in upper—class people’s houses. He was always, always, a.lways
short of money, and always either spencling it or l)orrowing ik,

One of the most important things about Charles’s childhood was that
his family never stayed very 1ong in the same house. Five months after

he was IJorn, they moved to another. street in the same town. Eighteen
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months later, they moved again, and the first of Charles’s six yoﬁnger
brothers and sisters was born. Soon after t}lat, tlley had to move into
lodgings (wl—lat we would now call an apartment) in a house that’s still
there in London’s West End. It wasn't long before they moved again, to
a place on the east coast, Sheerness, and then to the port of Chatham.
Chatham seemed a magical place to Charles, age five. A “dream of
chaﬂz, and drawbridges, and mastless ships, n a mucldy river,” he called
it. There were tunnels and fields to play in, streets full of poor and
maimed soldiers and sailors just back from the wars, and a river for

outings where you could sail past boats of all shapes and sizes—even

a hospital Sllip and prison ships—-—and a cloclzyarcl where ships were built.
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Charles’s first school was his
mother. “I faintly remember her
’ceaching me the alphal)et,” he
said, but after that he went with
his older sister, Fanny, to what
was called at that time a dame
school. An old lacly, sitting
in a room over a shop where
clothes were clyecl, tried to teach
a small group of children how to
read and write. She “ruled the world
with the l)irch,” Dickens saicl, meaning a birch stick that she used to
beat the children.

Very soon, young Charles l)egan to read picture books “all about
scimitars and slippers and turbans and dwarfs and giants and genii
and Jr-ain'es, and Blue-beards and bean-stalks and riches and caverns and
forests . . . and all new and all true.” He loved “]ac]e the Giant-Killer”
and “Little Red Riding Hood.” As an aclult, he could still })ring to mind
scenes from these books: a bull puﬂing a bell rope in the nursery rhyme
“Who Killed Cock Robin?” ; a Russian peasant in the snow; a ray of 1ig]:1’c
‘on Cain in the story from the Bible in which Cain kills Abel. “Different
peculiarities of dress, of face, of dait, of manner, were written inde]_ibly on

my memory, Dickens wrote later. Verses from poems and hymns , as well
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as the stories that the fami.ly’s servants told, went into the little Lo"'y’s mind
too and stayed ’cllere—along with memories of Hymg a kite, seeing the
future lzing ride l)y in a coach, Watching a man with a wooden leg, staring
at a line of convicts bound together I)y chains, and getting into trouble for
saying that some paper that looked like marble wasn't real marble!

Dickens was also haunted by one particular image: “It's a figure that
I once saw, just after dark, chalked upon a door in a little back lane near
a country church. . . . It horrified me. . . . It smokes a pipe, and has a
Lig hat with each of its ears sticlzing out . .. a pair of goggle eyes, and
hands like two bunches of carrots.” Even when he was a world-famous
writer, he would lie awake at nigh’c and remember “the running home,
the loo]zing Lehind, the horror of its following me.”

Sometimes he was taken by relatives (for what was at that time
a }mge treat) to the theater in London. On one occasion, he saw the
famous clown Grimaldi. Near his home was another tl'leater, the
Theatre Royal, Rochester, which is still stancling today. Dickens called
it a “sweet, clingy, shalol)y little country theatre.” Here he saw plays
l)y Shalzespeare, like /Macéetﬁ, with its horror and murders, but also
comedies, thri.“ers, and pantomimes. He loved them all, especially the
pantomimes, with their moments of sadness and craziness, their comic
dances and rhymecl speeches, their Loldness, madness, coarseness, and
splendor. In those days, actors also stagecl extracts from their shows

at fairs in the open air, and he adored these too.
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At home he played with paper and cardboard tl'xeaters, cont;olling
the characters with wires. He would put on plays and do all the voices,
moving the little figures on and off the stage. It wasn't long before he
was singing and reciting for parties, and even stancling on the table,
singing duets with his sister Fanny at the Mitre Inn in Rochester.

When he was nine, Charles left the dame school and went to a school
run l)y the young son of a Baptist minister. Here he had to recite
famous poems, learn grammar, do arithmetic and handwriting, and
stucly the morals of the stories in the Bible. At home, tl'lougll, he gave
himself another kind of education—reading the books on his father’s
shelves, like Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver's Travels, and especiaﬂy one
called Tales of the Genii—a version of Arabian Mgﬁts. People who knew
Dickens as a lvoy said he used to go up to the top of the house while the
other children were out playing, and pore over books and act out the
characters to the audience of furniture in the room. “In all
these golden fal)les," he said later, “there was never.golcl enough for
me. | a]ways wanted more. | saw no reason why there should not be
mountains and rivers of gold, instead of pal’cry little caverns and olive
pots.” At another time he said he used to get his revenge on people
he disliked l)y turning them into the bad characters in the books.

So here we see Chatles, ten years old, engrossed in books, and then all
on his own, acting them out, turning real life into stories, real pe0ple

into characters in his little plays. But he was often miserable. Some kind
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of illness, which people toclay think was connected with his zic[neys,
slowed him down all tllrough his childhood. Tt meant he often had to lie
and watch others play rather than join them. A brother and a sister died

because of illness, so the danger and WOrry of poor health and the terrible

sadness of a child’s death were never far from his JEamily’s thoughts.
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Times at home were far from easy. Jo}m and Elizabeth Dickens went
on luaving chilclren, but John spent more money than he earned. This
meant that when Charles was ten, the family had to paclz up and move
to what was then the edge of London, Camden Town. This wasn't
the clesperately poor, cramped, slum London that appears in many of
Dickens’s books. It was more like a viﬂage, with fields and footpaths, no
streetlights or buses. Even so, Dickens remembered it as dingy, clamp,
and dismal, and their house as having a wretched little back garden.
His father became increasingly iﬂ-tempered and seemed less interested
in him—or so Dickens would say later in life.

Although Charles loved SCllOOl, his father made him stop going,
as they couldn’t afford it, and yet he paicl for Charles’s older sister,
Fanny, to go to the Royal Acaclemy of Music in 1823, where she
studied piano, grammar, religious eclucation, arit}lmetic, and Italian.
Chatles felt hurt and abandoned. Fanny had been his great friend at
school, and now here she was, leaving him. Perhaps he even felt that
Fanny was chea’cing him of what he wanted or should l)y rights have
for himself.

It was at this time that Char]es, young as he was, started
Wandering the streets of London lay himself. He would also go with
the rest of the family to visit relatives in the industrial parts of
London and down ])y the River Thames. This wasn't just a matter
of sightseeing, although the rows of houses, the masts of ships rising
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above the roo{‘tops, the boat Luilding, and the chain maleing all made
a strong impression on Dickens. The visits were often a form of
Legging. His father would go to see relatives and friends to ask them
for money, and Charles would find himself taleing part in scenes that
crop up over and over again in his books: poor people trying to make
a 1iving, people who were once well off now ruined, better-off people
tallzing to the not-so-well-off.

As the family’s money situation worsened, Charles also took part in
visits to the pawnbrolzer’s. A pawnl)rolzer is someone who will give you
some money for tl'xings you own. A short while later, if you can't ]ouy
them baclz, he will sell them. What this meant to Charles was that all
the ’c}lings in his house that he loved and cared about migl'lt sometime
soon be sitting in a shop window. Even cutlery, books, chairs, and silk
hankies migl'l’c fetch a few pennies, but their loss made the Dickens
family home poorer and poorer.

All this was bad enough, but what happenecl next was even worse.
Just after his twelfth l)irthday, Charles was sent to work at Warren’s
Blaclzing—a factory where tl'ley made black boot polish. It was rigllt l)y
the muddy, stinlzing River Tl'xames, “a crazy, tumble-down old house”
with “rotten floors and staircase, and the old grey rats swarming down
in the cellars, and the sound of their squealeing and scufﬂing coming up
the stairs at all times.” It was a place that would appear in one shape or

another in many of Dickens’s books.
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Charles’s jol) was to take a pot full of blaclzing and cover it first with
oily paper, then with blue paper, tie it round with string, and cut the
paper close to the string so that it looked neat. Next he had to paste
a printed label onto each pot. He walked three miles to the fac’cory,
worked for ten and a half hours a clay, with just a lunch break at twelve
and a tea break in the late a&emoon, and then walked the three miles
home. As you read this, you migh‘c try to imagine doing this yourself,

age ’cwelve, for six days a weelz, month after month. You can see why

people say that Charles Dickens had his childhood “snatched from him.”
A few days after Charles started work at Warren’s Blacking, his

father was arrested for debt and sent to a special prison for people who
owed money. This meant that the family was broken up. A new scene
now appeared in the young l)dy’s life: regular visits to a cold, damp,
filthy prison to see his father. Again, try to imagine how strange and
difficult this must have been for him. He felt shock and horror at what
had happened, but there was also the shame of falling as low as this.
And he couldn’t help l)laming his parents, a feeling made worse when
his mother went to stay with his father in prison and he was sent to
loclge with a woman who lived round the corner.

At Warren's Blacleing, Charles’s workmates were a mix of orphans
and worlzing people’s sons. We know from what he said later that he saw
himself as superior to these boys and that ])eing with them felt like a
humiliation. Yet ‘chey were kind to him. When he fell to the floor with
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one of the seizures that his illness larouglat on, his workmates lalcl him
on the straw on the factory floor, filled some empty })lacleing pots with
hot water, and put them next to his l)ocly, close to where the pain was.
Charles became friendly with one Loy in particular, Bob Fagin, and he
was to use his name much later in Ofiver Tvist.

There were some pleasures. His mother would sometimes come and
see him at Warren's. He playecl on the coal l)arges with his workmates
cluring their breaks. Best of aH, tl‘xough, was the money he earned. The
one good tlling about his father being l)anlzrupt and in prison was that
part of the money Charles got from Warren’s was his own to spencl.
He carefuﬂy counted it out into little piles, and whenever he could, he
would visit grancl eating places, like a beef house on Drury Lane, a tavern
on Parliament Street, or a coffee sl‘xop in the West End. He would order
a meal and a drink, tip the waiter, and stroll back to his room.

It was at this time that Dickens started doing what he would do for
the rest of his life: he told stories to the people around him. Some were
straigh’c fibs—about how he lived in this or that grancl house. T}ley
helpecl mark him out as different, a young gentleman almost, even
thougll the Dickens £amily was down at the bottom of society. But any
dreams he might have had of Leing as grancl as the people in the books
he had read were now dashed. He had fallen into what people today call
the poverty trap, a place it looks as if you can never get out of. And it
clepressecl and terrified him.
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